The contributions of twin studies to the understanding of brain ageing and neurocognitive disorders.
A number of studies of older twins have been published to inform about the relative contributions of genetic and environmental factors and their interactions in determining cognitive ageing and dementia. This review attempts to collate the salient findings from these studies. Most data come from eight studies, with the majority being Scandinavian. These studies suggest that cognitive functions have moderate to high heritability in late life, with genetic influences varying for different cognitive domains. The heritability of mild cognitive impairment is, however, low, and that of dementia moderate, suggesting significant environmental influences, and possibly some measurement error. Brain structures continue to have high heritability into late life, although the genetic component of the variance does decrease with age. The co-twin control studies support the role of mid-life lifestyle factors for cognitive ageing and late-life dementia. The potential of twin studies to understand ageing and dementia is only beginning to be realized. More longitudinal studies are needed, and novel strategies of genomics and epigenetics can further exploit this powerful method to inform the field.